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Why aren’t there More School Shootings? Profiling Students for Angst

What do most people think of when they hear the word “Columbine”? Many images and phrases might rise into the average American’s mind: Goth, gun safety, Marilyn Manson, violence in the media, outcasts, kids killing kids. But chances are the phrase that is most dominate is “school shooting.” Just as Watergate is pseudonymous with political scandals, Columbine has become the short hand for every school shooting since.


On April 20th 1999, Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold walked into Columbine High School and shot 37 people, leaving 24 wounded and 13 dead. Forty-five minutes later, they took their own lives, leaving a total death count of 14 students and one teacher. This event caught the attention of the entire media and thus the attention of the entire country. However, the Columbine High School massacre wasn't the first high school shooting. It hadn't even been a year since four students and one teacher were killed at Westside Middle School in Jonesboro, Arkansas. Before the Columbine massacre there had been at least eleven school shootings at US primary schools in the 1990's. And yet, it was Columbine that people thought of immediately when Seung-Hui Cho walked on to Virginia Tech campus 8 years later and murdered 32 people before committing suicide.


What was so different about Columbine from the earlier shootings? Why didn’t any of those previous massacres gain the notoriety of Columbine? Did Harris and Klebold reveal something about school shooters that would help parents and schools spot potential shooters before they strike?

I watched the news come in about Columbine and heard the immediate explanations for the tragedy. I didn’t need to hear them, really. I went to high school and I hung out with the weird kids​––the ones who dyed their hair green and purple and other unnatural colors; the kids who played Dungeons and Dragons and blasted Nine Inch Nails and Marilyn Manson; the kids who wore all black and sported trench coats and Doc Martens. We were the kids who didn’t fit in with the preppies or jocks. We didn’t want to fit in with them. Maybe we got weird looks; maybe we got harassed. It was all part of high school. So if someone had asked me on the day before the Columbine shooting, “Hypothetically speaking, if two kids wearing trench coats walked into a high school tomorrow, yelled ‘All jocks stand up!’ and then shot 37 people, what do you think people would point to as the primary causes of such a violent act?” I would have named off every reason given following the Columbine massacre.   Members of US Congress, probably unaware of a Goth culture before Columbine, were insistent that this was the primary source of school violence. "We need Goth control, not gun control,” according to GOP operative Mike Murphy. Parents began to worry if their kids listened to Marilyn Manson and other bands labeled “goth.” Other factors, all of them typical and vague, were pointed out: violence in the media, violent song lyrics, violent video games, clique culture, and disproportionate attention to athletics by school administrators. One of the immediate remedies to prevent alienation and future violence was pep rallies, meant to encourage harmony between the popular and not-so-popular students. I cringed, watching gyms full of kids clapping and chanting, remembering the pep rallies and school spirit weeks that my friends and I made elaborate plans to sneak out of.

Nevertheless, the fingers were pointed at these stock reasons and the seeds of profiling were planted. 
Eight years later we now know what causes school shootings and haven’t had any since Columbine. No, wait. There have been at least twelve incidents in just the United States. One month after Columbine, T.J. Solomon shot and injured 6 students at Heritage High School in Georgia. Why didn’t parents and teachers catch those shooters? Didn’t their Marilyn Manson T-shirts and lack of social skills give them away?


This type of profiling brings to my mind Malcolm Gladwell’s New Yorker article “Troublemakers: What pit bulls can teach us about profiling.” The basic idea he puts forth is that profiling criminals, either drug smugglers or man-biting dogs, tends to be a system of making lists of physical traits rather than of finding broader and more revealing characteristics that actually signify the criminal. Physical attributes such as the breed of dog change since different breeds of big, scary dogs are trendy at different times. What do all man-biting dogs have in common? They all tend to be chained up and ignored.


The explanations for Columbine and the school shootings since then suffer from the same logic. Parents, teachers, and politicians see the noticeable characteristics of the Columbine shooters, their musical tastes and appearance, and declare that goth culture inspires violence. The problem with this assumption is that it doesn’t work out statistically. None of the typical reasons do. When the community and the world looked at Columbine, they did not see two unique students who represented a profile; they saw nearly every high school in America. The reports of cliques, goth culture, violent music, violent video game playing, and bullying were sent out as a warning to every teacher, parent and principal as signs of potential shooting. If these were the true factors, however, incidents of school shooting would be dramatically higher. Every school has goths. Every school has jocks and bullies and social awkwardness. High school is the last transition socially from childhood to adulthood, each school filled with teenagers who are physically changing and discovering their identity. In short, every parent was right to be shocked and frightened when they were given a glimpse of what was going on at Columbine. High school is hell and the students do what they can to make it through. Goth culture, just like every subculture in high school, gives students a peer group and identity to help them survive through the madness.
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